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PLANTING SEEDS OF HOPE THROUGH COMMUNITY
DIALOGUE ABOUT SUICIDE PREVENTION

NAVAJO  NATION-Starting
on Monday, Dec. 14, the Office
of the President and Vice Pres-
ident (OPVP) set out with sev-
eral tribal programs and depart-
ments to initiate dialogue about
suicide prevention awareness
throughout Navajo communi-
ties.

The initiative known as the
Building Communities of Hope
tour made 13 stops across the
Navajo Nation in schools, com-
munity centers and basketball
games.

In addition to starting a com-
munity dialogue about suicide
prevention and awareness,
the tour’s intent was to spread
hope by reinforcing positivity.

At the tour’s visit to Winslow
High School, President Rus-
sell Begay asked the students
to repeat positive statements
about themselves.

‘| am special. | am beautiful.
| am valuable,” they repeated.

President Begaye promoted
the virtues of self-confidence
and self-love against degrada-
tion and despair.

‘Hope has so much value
because it means that you're
looking beyond your current
situation,” he said. “Hang on to
hope and you will cherish your
life.”

The need for dialogue about
suicide prevention was rein-

forced by Superintendent of
Kayenta Unified School Dis-
trict, Dr. Bryce Anderson. The
superintendent said the com-
munity had suffered the terrible
tragedy of a murder-suicide
only two days before the tour’s
stop in the town.

The tragedy underscored the
critical need for the tour's mes-
saging and available resources
to be brought into the commu-
nity.

“This is an epidemic that is
not often spoken about and we
need to tear down these walls
and communicate about it,” he
said. “It's going to be critical to
build on these resources from
here.”

For many Navajo people,
talking about suicide is taboo.

“Thereis a cultural reluctance
by the Navajo people to discuss
death, especially taking your
own life. We must break down
this barrier and bring suicide
prevention to the forefront if we
are to save lives on the Nava-
jo Nation,” Vice President Nez
said. “The discussions need to
begin at home.”

The intergenerational con-
nection between elders and
youth must be strengthened,
he added, noting that Navajo
teachings hold human life sa-
cred. These cultural teachings
will only fortify the bond be-
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At the tour’s stop at Leupp Public School, President Russell Begaye en-
couraged parents to reinforce their children with postive messages.

tween Navajo elders and youth,
especially since the winter sea-
son is the time for Navajo cre-
ation stories.

Yet as the dialogue is ignored,
the Navajo Nation continues to
lose people to suicide. The vice
president said not knowing how
to address suicide could only
further harm communities.

At every stop on the tour, a
local professional, counselor or
doctor would present tools and
strategies to facilitate discus-
sion and offer local resources,
counseling services and con-
tact lists.

In Thoreau, Jessie McKenzie
and TJ Anderson of the De-
partment of Behavioral Health
Service said when dealing with
a troubled individual, it's best
to ask direct questions while
being understanding when lis-

tening to them. The team rein-
forced not being judgmental or
blaming.

“You're not a loser because
you are hurting,” McKenzie
said. “Seek help from people
you trust and keep asking until
someone helps you. Don't give
up.”

Navajo comedian and moti-
vational speaker, Pax Harvey
joined the tour at Navajo Pine
High School and continued
through the final destination of
the Coca Cola Classic basket-
ball tournament at the Wildcat
Den in Chinle, Ariz.

In Kayenta, he spoke seri-
ously about dealing with grief
and depression from his own
experience in having recently
lost his brother to suicide.

“You don’t know what grief
or sorrow is until you've lost a
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Members of OPVP’s Building Communities of Hope tour worked alongside students from the Ganado High School Student Council to help facilitate the
event at the school. The student council were instrumental in assisting with the presentation’s discussion.

loved one,” he said.

When grief struck hardest, Harvey said
the teachings of his grandmother helped
to carry him through. His grandmother in-
stilled in him the virtues of getting up early
and running to the east before the sun rose.
She told him this discipline would prepare
him for difficult times in his life.

Beyond traditional teachings, Harvey
also encouraged seeking help in combat-
ing depression.

“Depression can sneak up on you. We're
taught that you're not supposed to cry or

be emotional. That's how some of us were
raised,” he said. “Don’t be ashamed to ask
for help. The only way to get through pain
is to hit it dead on. You have to go through
it and deal with it”

OPVP Executive staff assistant and or-
ganizer of the tour, Yvonne Kee Billison
said addressing suicide at the community
level is tough, yet the impacts it has on
communities can be devastating.

“We need to bring the numbers down
because right now the numbers are high.
To do this we are going to need everyone’s

help,” she said. “We have choices and we
can make everything better for ourselves.
Each of us needs to know our lives are
worth living.”

Because even the loss of one life is one
too many, Billison said she and several
assisting departments would continue to
schedule presentations from requesting
school and communities across the Na-
vajo Nation. For more information please
contact Yvonne Kee-Billison or Christopher
Bahe at (928) 871-7000.

Navajo comedian and motivational speaker Pax Harvey utilized comedy and audlence part|<:|pat|on exercises to address both suicide prevention awar-
ness and reinforcing hope within communities. The tour brought its message of hope to the Winter Classic Basketball Tournament in Ft. Wingate.



